Impact of the flower smut Ustilago cynodontis (Ustilaginaceae) on the performance of the clonal grass Cynodon dactylon (Gramineae).
Effects of the flower-infecting smut fungus Ustilago cynodontis on the growth, survival, and competitiveness of the clonal rhizomatous perennial grass Cynodon dactylon were explored through a series of glasshouse experiments. Ustilago cynodontis sterilized C. dactylon by replacing floral structures with a teliospore-producing fungal stroma. Infection caused a reduction in overall dry matter production and the growth rate of stolons, changed the allocation of resources between roots and shoots, and affected the survival of C. dactylon plants growing in pots under crowded conditions in a naturally lit glasshouse. In mixtures of healthy and infected plants, the growth of infected ones was disproportionally affected. Infection had no effect on the germination or emergence of seedlings. Transmission of the pathogen along stolons was incomplete, especially as the length of the stolon increased. The nutrient status of the soil had no significant effect on stolon growth. Results are discussed in terms of the differential effect of systemic floral smut diseases on tiller-forming and clonal rhizomatous perennial grasses.